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Recent work in political thought has often sought to theorise without reference to controversial metaphysical ideas, claiming, in the oft-quoted words of John Rawls, to ‘stay on the surface’ philosophically.​[1]​ Rawls famously turned his back on the dominant approach in Western thought, in which political theory is seen as a branch of ethics which applies the results of moral philosophy to political institutions. Rawls thinks that political theory must not rely on controversial philosophical ideas but instead draw upon shared values and histories. However, this approach has in turn been subject to criticism. An important objection is that metaphysics and ontology cannot be set aside as easily as Rawls and others claim, for the reason that their presuppositions remain in our thinking even when we do not make reference to them. In the light of what it takes to be the inescapability of some philosophical commitments, participants in what has become known as the ‘ontological turn’ take their task to be that of investigating those commitments directly.​[2]​ In Sustaining Affirmation, a study of the ontological turn, Stephen White writes: ‘The recent ontological shift might ... be categorised generally as the result of a growing propensity to interrogate more carefully those “entities” presupposed by our typical ways of seeing and doing in the modern world’.​[3]​ 

This paper examines Vattimo’s contribution to the ontological turn.​[4]​ Vattimo presents an interpretation of the history of Western thought, which he sees as divided between metaphysical and historical approaches. Vattimo’s own approach is avowedly historical, drawing on the tradition of philosophical hermeneutics. In his work he sketches what he calls a ‘philosophy of history’, an account of why metaphysics has played so central a part in the history of the West but which also explains why its hold over us is (as he believes) gradually being weakened. At the same time, Vattimo argues that hermeneutics does not result in ‘irrationalism, relativism and traditionalism’,​[5]​ where there is nothing to be said to differentiate between the various interpretations that might be given of our history. 

The paper begins by outlining Vattimo’s hermeneutic philosophy of history and its relation to metaphysics. It then questions his success in steering a course which moves beyond metaphysics and cultural relativism. He claims that historical events can only be understood in terms of the Heideggerian account of the ‘weakening of Being’ he presents, and that other interpretations, for example ones that highlight ‘strong’ national and religious identities, are not persuasive. But precisely why these interpretations are unpersuasive is not explained adequately, and it is suggested that Vattimo ought to see himself to be closer to avowedly anti-foundationalist writers such as Derrida and Rorty than he allows. The paper then takes up Vattimo’s ethical and political views. Ethically, he holds that awareness of our historical situation leads us to hold our convictions tentatively and (in his preferred term) weakly. In politics, the absence of a metaphysical conception of truth is held to justify democracy and to demonstrate the legitimacy of pluralism. Against these proposals, it is suggested that awareness of the historical contingency of belief need not affect the strength of the conviction with which they are held, or justify any particular set of political institutions. 


Vattimo’s hermeneutic history of Western thought  

Vattimo’s understanding of ontology can best be understood by locating it in the context of his interpretation of the history of Western thought. He presents that history as dividing into two distinct approaches, metaphysical and historical. The former sees the world as fixed and given, which it takes its task to grasp objectively, whereas the latter views the world as presenting a diversity of ways in which it might be interpreted. 

Metaphysics has of course dominated Western philosophy since Plato. In Vattimo’s words, metaphysics is ‘the belief in an objective world order, which must be recognized so that thought might conform with its descriptions of reality and its moral choices’.​[6]​ Vattimo’s understanding of metaphysics is derived from Heidegger, who argued that metaphysics stems from neglecting the historical origins of belief; in his terms, it rests on the ‘forgetting of Being’.​[7]​ Insofar as metaphysicians might claim to have succeeded in their aim of identifying an objective world order, they have merely reified the circumstances of particular times, forgetting their contingent origins and treating them as fixed and eternal. Vattimo draws on Heidegger to provide an account of why it is that metaphysics has been so prominent, and how it has impacted upon our understandings of ourselves, our relations to one another and to the world. On his presentation, the metaphysician thinks it important that our beliefs are shown to be more than the contingent result of history and tradition. She is animated by fear of ‘subjectivism’, the view that without fixing our beliefs on the foundation of an objective world order we are unable to demonstrate their validity or demonstrate their superiority over alternatives.​[8]​ 

Vattimo objects not to the possibility of identifying metaphysical foundations for belief but to the consequences of thinking that one has done so. According to him, metaphysics encourages certainty and tempts us to view the world in rigid, absolutist terms. As such it does violence to thinking, with metaphysicians maintaining that an order to the world exists to which we must subscribe and that alternatives are mistaken and therefore legitimate targets of censure. For this reason metaphysics is appropriately the subject of concern by theorists such as Rawls. Vattimo writes:

Our tradition is dominated by the idea that if we only had a stable foundation we could move and act more freely. But philosophical foundationalism does not promote freedom. Rather, it is for the purpose of obtaining some desired effect or of consolidating some authority. When someone wants to tell me the absolute truth it is because he wants to put me under his control, under his command.​[9]​ 

It can be objected to Vattimo’s presentation that it is not metaphysics that is violent; rather, violence stems from the dogmatic, even fanatical, confidence that it may encourage but does not mandate.​[10]​ Vattimo does not make this distinction, though he sometimes acknowledges that metaphysics is not necessarily violent. However, he thinks that the large-scale violence characteristic of the European wars of religion and, more recently, of the Holocaust, are instances of strong, metaphysical, ontology. Such ontologies encourage us to contrast our supposedly fixed and pure identities with those of others, seeing them not simply as different but as opposed to us. In a stark illustration, Vattimo writes: ‘If Hitler had merely hated the Jews in his neighborhood, he would have set fire to their houses, and that would have been it. But he worked up a general theory to the effect that they were an inferior race and that it would be better to eliminate them completely’.​[11]​ 

Vattimo’s concerns about metaphysics makes common cause with the anti-foundationalism shared by deconstruction, pragmatism and varieties of post-modernism, all of which hold that metaphysical foundations for belief are not available to us. Anti-foundationalism does not deny that there are foundations for belief, but holds that foundations are rooted in history rather than in a metaphysical source independent of that history.​[12]​ Despite their shared opposition to metaphysics, however, there are important differences between Vattimo and anti-foundationalist writers such as Derrida and Rorty. By thinking foundations for belief are historically contingent, Vattimo argues that it is important to examine our history much more closely than these philosophers tend to do. He argues that they fail to recognise the way in which metaphysics has taken hold of us – and continues so to do even if we take ourselves to oppose it. ‘We cannot take it [metaphysics] off like a piece of clothing or discard it like a notion we have come to recognize as mistaken because it is the precondition of our every act of thought and determines the very structure of the language we hope to use to get free of it’.​[13]​ Our task should be to examine metaphysics, accounting for the reasons that it emerged, why it has taken the forms it has, and why it continues to exert a hold over us. 

    Vattimo encapsulates the difference between his position and that of writers such as Rorty and Derrida in terms he takes over from Nietzsche. According to Vattimo, the latter are what Nietzsche called incomplete nihilists.​[14]​ They embrace Nietzsche’s claim that ‘there are no truths, only interpretations’, but go no further. For them, setting metaphysics asides results in simply a plurality of interpretation with no means to establish their worth or validity; Vattimo criticises what he describes as their merely ‘creative-poetic, or even purely narrative, way of philosophizing’, philosophy that amounts to nothing more than giving voice to one’s subjective preferences.​[15]​ In contrast, Vattimo presents himself as a complete nihilist, one who moves beyond this choice imposed by metaphysics by accepting Nietzsche’s further thought that the claim that there are no truths only interpretations is itself an interpretation. For the complete nihilist, interpretation is not simply a subjective preference but is validated by reference to the history. Rorty for example supports the idea of a liberal society which aims at solidarity and the diminution of cruelty, but without an understanding of our history Vattimo argues that there is nothing to explain or justify such a society. 

If someone (I am thinking of Rorty) were to say to me that there is no need to speak of the history of Being to explain my preference for a world where solidarity and respect for others prevail, rather than a war of all against all, I would object that even from the perspective of solidarity and respect it is important to become aware of the roots of our preferences. Indeed, an ethics of respect and solidarity can become reasonable, precise in what is says and capable of holding its own in conversation with others precisely by relating itself explicitly to its provenance.​[16]​ 
       
              In his work Vattimo draws not on pragmatism or deconstructionism but on the tradition of philosophical hermeneutics. Explaining the difference, he writes: ‘hermeneutics is not just antifoundationalism plus interpretation in conflict. It also entails a philosophy of history (even if only the philosophy of history of the end of the philosophy of history) which views hermeneutics as the result of a “nihilistic” process, in which metaphysical Being, meaning violence, consumes itself’.​[17]​ The idea of a ‘philosophy of history’ suggests a teleological view closely associated with metaphysics.​[18]​ However, Vattimo’s philosophy of history is an account of how metaphysics has gradually come to be weakened. He takes that history to have been sketched by Nietzsche in his account of how ‘the “true world” finally became a fable’. The ‘true world’ is that offered by Plato in his theory of the Forms, and in Christianity it is the world offered us after death. Gradually the true world came to be thought less and less attainable; in Kant the noumenal world (the world as it is in itself, independent of the descriptions we give of it) is forever beyond us. Today the idea of the ‘true’ world has become a useless notion, one which should be abolished, pointing to the inescapability of interpretation. In Vattimo’s summary: ‘The “true world” that becomes a fable ... in no sense gives way to a more profound and reliable truth; it gives way to a play of interpretations that is presented philosophically, in its turn, as no more than an interpretation’.​[19]​ 


A plurality of interpretations? 

Vattimo’s account of the weakening of metaphysical Being is attractive in many respects, offering an interpretation of our history which is said to commit us neither to metaphysics nor relativism. However, I want to question how far Vattimo succeeds in steering a course beyond these positions. We can do so if we consider further his interpretation of history as one of steady progression from metaphysics to non-metaphysics and note that other interpretations of history, and of the role of metaphysics within it, are available. For example, rather than see history as a linear narrative of the weakening of Being, we might see it as one of cycles, in which moments of weak belief alternate periodically with the return of stronger forms.​[20]​ In the light of the plurality of available interpretations, the question arises of on what basis Vattimo can assert the validity of his? In a paper addressed to this point, Paolo Flores d’Arcais doubts that we can do so unless we invoke metaphysical criteria of the kind Vattimo claims to move beyond. D’Arcais writes: ‘There are innumerable “fables” of modernity; this is certain. But no fable can prove another one wrong: they all co-exist in the limbo of a common undecidability, unless there is a criterion given from a higher level, from all of which these “fables” recognized as binding and cogent, on the basis of which to decide when one “belies” the other and when it does not’.​[21]​  

             Vattimo allows for the existence of other ‘fables’, and yet would resist D’Arcais’ conclusion that metaphysical criteria are the only means to judge between them. He presents his hermeneutic ‘fable’ as ‘the most persuasive philosophical interpretation’ of our history.​[22]​ History is not simply a series of past events but an order structured around a philosophical understanding of the direction of those events, and his claim is that his interpretation accounts for them more persuasively than other narratives. However, if this is what Vattimo is saying, his argument runs into difficulties, which can be seen by recalling his commitment to Nietzsche’s view that ‘there are no facts, only interpretations’. In saying this Nietzsche does not mean to deny the existence of facts; the claim rather is that facts emerge and are established in the course of offering interpretations. In order consistently to adhere to this view, Vattimo cannot claim that his interpretation of our history is more persuasive than others because it most accurately describes our historical moment, for the reason that his hermeneutic attempt to move beyond metaphysics entails that our understanding of that moment is itself the result of a particular interpretation. Its persuasiveness, then, is relative, one most likely to be felt by those sympathetic to his Heideggerian narrative.​[23]​

              This point can be made more concrete with an illustration. Vattimo’s ‘fable’ centres on the weakening of metaphysical Being, but it might be argued that a more persuasive interpretation would address itself to the continued presence of metaphysical belief. In an essay comparing Vattimo’s writings on religious belief with those of Richard Rorty, Nancy Frankenberry calls attention to one of the most striking phenomena of the last few decades, the rise and flourishing of varieties of fundamentalism. In this context, Frankenberry refers to what she describes as  

the most notable omission in the recent philosophical rethinking of religion, namely, its failure to theorize the resurgence of unweakened traditional religious belief manifested “on the ground,” rather than in postmodern philosophical texts. The prevalence of literal, nonhermeneutical, and nonprivatized forms of religion constitutes an obvious and overwhelming exception to any secularization thesis.​[24]​ 

A persuasive account of the weakening of Being must account for these strongly metaphysical varieties of faith, explaining why they persist and indeed have grown in recent years.

Vattimo is of course aware of the existence of religious and other forms of fundamentalism, but his explanation of them is one which itself might plausibly be challenged. It is not open to him to argue that these various fundamentalisms are irrational, because he associates rationalism with the metaphysical tradition and accordingly dismisses it. Rather, his claim is that fundamentalism is not a persuasive interpretation of our historical moment because religious and other fundamentalists are merely a reactionary response to the process of weakening; he writes of what he describes as the ‘widespread tendency in the modern world to react to Babel and postmodern pluralism by recuperating strong identities (ethnicity, religion, and class, even lobbies and political cliques of various kinds)’.​[25]​ However, this explanation presumes Vattimo’s Heideggerian philosophy of history, and as such simply pushes back one stage the question of why should this be seen as the most persuasive understanding of recent events? It is only if one is persuaded to some such history will one accept that these forms of fundamentalism are ‘reactive’, rather than (as fundamentalists themselves see it) constituting an advance on the ills of contemporary secularism. 

              None of this would constitute an objection to Vattimo were he happy to accept that there is no single persuasive interpretation of our history. For writers such as Derrida and Rorty, the diversity of interpretations that we find is to be expected: people offer different interpretations because they think from within different sets of presumptions, which in turn lead to different understandings of the shape of history. We have seen however that Vattimo seeks to distance himself from such writers precisely on this point, criticising them because they allow for nothing more than ‘antifoundationalism plus interpretation in conflict’. The issue then is whether it is possible to steer a course which moves beyond metaphysics on the one hand, and relativism on the other? I do not think that it is. D’Arcais seems to me largely correct when he writes:

One cannot escape this dilemma: either there exists a criterion by which to choose one interpretation over another, one that avoids the anarchic confusion but supplies a criterion that is (metaphysical) truth and not interpretation, or this criterion does not exist, and consequently everything is really interpretation (including this affirmation) but unavoidably (in its turn a truth, above all!) there is anarchistic confusion (which closes the discussion on preference, and entrusts it to the contingent facticity of the battle among wills to power).​[26]​

The dilemma D’Arcais describes is, in Vattimo’s Nietzschean terms, a manifestation of incomplete nihilism, holding that there no way beyond the alternatives of metaphysics or relativism. However, D’Arcais is I think correct that there is no alternative available. This is evidenced if we note an ambiguity that can be seen to run through Vattimo’s writings. When discussing metaphysics he is clear that ‘everything is really interpretation’. But when writing against what he thinks the subjectivism and relativism of philosophers such as Rorty and Derrida, his failure to allow for more than one persuasive interpretation, or even to acknowledge the existence of such a thing, points to metaphysical assumptions which (as D’Arcais puts it) supply ‘a criterion by which to choose one interpretation over another’.

There is a way to resolve this ambiguity. However, were he to take it, Vattimo would have to accept that he is much closer to the position of writers such as Derrida and Rorty than he allows or wishes to be. To explain, although D’Arcais is correct to say that one must choose between metaphysics and the ubiquity of interpretation, we need not go on to agree with him that the latter commits us to ‘anarchistic confusion’ or to a ‘battle among wills to power’. This amounts to the subjectivism about which Vattimo is concerned, and against it we should note that for anti-foundationalists one’s ‘will’ is not subjective but is informed by factors beyond oneself, including such obvious but important things such as family, education and tradition. The resulting plurality of belief and interpretation need not be seen as anarchistic confusion. But it is to accept something that Vattimo resists, namely that in offering an interpretation of our history we must also allow that different, alternative histories are available, ones which reflect different sets of presumptions and which lead to different understandings of its shape. 

	
An ethic of finiteness 

Vattimo’s concern with the violence associated with metaphysics is one shared by many theorists, but unlike these others he situates his response to it in an historical narrative which is said to demonstrate why the hold metaphysics has on us is being weakened. In works such as Nihilism and Emancipation and A Farewell to Truth his narrative of the weakening of Being is presented to have important ethical and political consequences. 

              Vattimo argues that the historical perspective that we have inherited makes a difference to our beliefs. To be precise, it leads to a difference in how our beliefs are held; as he puts it, it leads us to hold them with a ‘different cogency’.​[27]​ We know that we are located in a particular social and historical context, know that had we been born in a different time and place our beliefs would themselves be different, and this knowledge is said properly to weaken the hold our beliefs have over us. These ideas come together in what Vattimo calls an ‘ethics of finiteness’ in which, rather than seeing different beliefs as threatening in the way that metaphysics encourages us to do, we recognise them to be equally contingent and thus equally legitimate. In this way, an ethics of finiteness provides both an explanation and a justification of the pluralism that we find in the world today: ‘An ethics of finiteness is one that strives to keep faith with the discovery of the always insuperably finite situatedness of one’s own provenance, while not forgetting the pluralistic implications of this discovery’.​[28]​ 

Vattimo’s proposals for an ethic of finiteness are attractive, but key steps in his argument raise questions about his relation to the metaphysical tradition. He writes that the ethics of finitude ‘can be thought of as a stepping back, a distancing ourselves from the concrete choices and options that, in the near term and at short range, the situation seems to dictate’.​[29]​ This invites the question of how exactly we might ‘step back’. Metaphysicians answer this question by claiming to identify a space to the side of our beliefs to which we can ascend and from which we might critically assess them in order to establish which ought to be affirmed. Vattimo’s opposition to metaphysics means that he cannot invoke such a perspective. What he seems to mean is that we have greater historical experience than our predecessors, and this wider perspective permits us to step back from the specific situation we confront. The question though is whether, as Vattimo claims, this appreciation of our ‘finite situatedness’ will in fact lead us to step back and hold our beliefs with a ‘different cogency’. Vattimo seems to assume that the force of one’s beliefs relax their hold once one comes to understand that those beliefs are historically situated. However, one can be fully aware that one’s beliefs are the result of historical contingency and socialisation without losing confidence in them.​[30]​ It would be more consistent with the criticisms of metaphysics that Vattimo makes to say that there is no general relationship between the foundation of our beliefs – be that foundation seen to be either metaphysical or historically contingent – and those beliefs themselves.​[31]​ It is because he assumes such a relationship that Vattimo thinks that an ethic of finiteness yields an aversion to violence and (as we will examine below) provides a reason to respect pluralism. But no particular conclusion can be read off from historical awareness, and it should not be thought to provide reasons either for or against the strength of conviction. 

In saying this, I am not denying that we can examine the assumptions which frame our choices and options, or claiming that the kind of space metaphysics hopes to provide is required in order to do so. However, when we undertake such examination, this marks another movement within those choices and options, not movement from a ‘near term and short range’ context to something independent of it. Put otherwise, we cannot step back from our beliefs, only to step across to different beliefs; we might be moved to revise our choices and options, but when we do so we embrace some others, which are equally partial and perspectival. This is a point seen by other participants in the ‘ontological turn’. William Connolly’s position is in some ways similar to that of Vattimo, but he is more careful to delineate what is entailed by anti-foundationalism on this point. For Connolly is clear that it is not possible to distance one’s beliefs from every standpoint; as he remarks, ‘every detachment from a particular mode of thought is also attachment to another’.​[32]​ 
	
Vattimo argues that an appreciation of our historical situation has implications not just for our ethical views but for political life. He writes that ‘a weak ontology, or better an ontology of actuality, supplies philosophical reasons for preferring a liberal, tolerant, and democratic society rather than an authoritarian and totalitarian one’.​[33]​ In the title of one of his recent books, when democracy finally bids ‘farewell to truth’, everything, including truth itself, is left to be established through democratic discussion: ‘the farewell to truth is the commencement, and the very basis, of democracy’.​[34]​ 

However, to speak of the absence of metaphysical truth as the ‘very basis’ of democracy retains the foundationalist assumption that democracy requires justification by reference to a ‘basis’ beyond itself. It would be more consistent with Vattimo’s criticisms of metaphysics to say that there is no reason to think the absence of truth justifies democracy over any other political settlement.​[35]​ The reason he thinks that is does is because he overestimates the role of truth in political life. This is evident in his analysis of the dangers posed by metaphysical theories of truth, and in his explanation of why he takes democracy to be in need of an alternative. In his view metaphysical conceptions of truth are opposed to pluralism, taking it that there is a single truth and that all departures from it are errors which can legitimately be silenced; as he writes, ‘a democratic regime needs a non-objective-metaphysical conception of truth; otherwise, it immediately becomes an authoritarian regime’.​[36]​ However, coming to see metaphysics in the way Vattimo desires should entail giving up on the idea that democratic regimes need any conception of truth, be it metaphysical or non-metaphysical. 

What motivates Vattimo’s attempt to identify such a basis for democracy is illustrated further in his criticisms of other anti-foundationalist writers. In a comment on Rorty, he writes that ‘I do not believe that pragmatism and neo-pragmatism supply sufficiently “strong” reasons to justify the choice of democracy, nonviolence, and tolerance’.​[37]​ He thinks pragmatism deficient in this regard because no particular normative commitment follows from the simple empirical fact of pluralism; we might view that empirical fact as something worthy of respect, but equally we might take it to be a sign of error, one that ought to be corrected by coercion. However, although Vattimo is critical of pragmatism for its failure to offer robust justifications of democracy and of pluralism, the constraints on the philosophical interpretation of our historical moment that he identifies in his philosophy of history are themselves pragmatic ones – they include lessons from the past, experiences from other cultures, and so on. Pragmatism holds that metaphysical criteria for distinguishing better and worse beliefs and practices are not available to us, but this does not mean that we have no capacity at all to make that distinction. The decision about what or what not to tolerate is not justified metaphysically, but rather pragmatically, in terms of the concrete issues with which we are confronted.​[38]​ For this reason Vattimo does not need to see himself as moving beyond the kind of anti-foundationalism of pragmatists like Rorty in order to offer a defence of democracy and of pluralism.
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